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I

THE CALL OF THE GOSPEL

As Christians we are called to preach the gospel, and to be effective when working in hard soil, we must heed the call to understand the times, be personally holy, ensure our message is Biblically accurate, and be sure to engage in evangelism authentically.  This section explains why these 4 things are so important, and how to achieve them.
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  THE CONTEXT OF THE GOSPEL - A CALL TO UNDERSTANDING THE TIMES

  
  




There’s a big difference between the Jewish audiences Paul often addressed in synagogues, and the group of Gentile philosophers he encountered at Athens. The Jews already had made their minds up. They thought they knew what the truth was, and they were only listening to see if Paul was teaching something different.




While the Gentile audience at Athens was searching for new opinions, it wasn’t really all that keen to arrive at the truth. For them, the search was more enjoyable than embracing truth. Someone has said that the philosophers of Paul’s day were to the truth what many co-habiting couples today are to marriage - they want to enjoy its pleasures, but also want to avoid its commitments and obligations. In other words, the Athenians liked to ‘window shop’ in the marketplace of truth, without buying.




Paul begins by telling this group that the God of whom he is speaking is the ‘god’ who was still unknown to them, but to whose existence an altar of theirs gave testimony (for it was marked as the altar ‘to the unknown god’). Today, Nature is the unknown god. We hear statements like, ‘it’s nature’s way of doing things’ as if that explains why things are the way they are. And where did Nature come from? Ah, don’t ask! Nature is the unknown ‘god-of-the-gaps’ for all those who reject the Bible’s revelation.




It’s instructive to compare Acts chapter 2 with Acts chapter 17. In Acts 2, we see Peter speaking at Jerusalem, to Jews or wannabe Jews. In that sermon, Peter uses the Old Testament Law to bring conviction (v.23), sounds a call to repentance (v.38), and the result of this open-air preaching was a massive three thousand conversions. Now let’s look at Acts 17. Once again, we have an open-air sermon, this time delivered by Paul, but, remember, instead of addressing Jews, he’s speaking to a group of Greeks in Athens (v.22). Like Peter, Paul also preaches sin and judgment (vv.30-31), but with a different outcome: some mocked, some wanted to hear more, and only a few believed.




There’s such a marked difference between both the content and the outcome of these two sermons. Peter is speaking to Jews with a biblical foundation. To them the problem is Christ. But for the Greeks there’s no foundation, no grounding in the Old Testament narrative, and Paul makes brief cultural references. For them the preaching of the cross is foolishness. In the western world, we’re no longer a Christian society but much more like what Greek society was like back then. When presenting Christianity, we need to be prepared to give an answer to attacks made on the authority of Scripture. And we can’t simply preach ‘believe in Jesus’ to biblically illiterate people who’ve no real idea of who Jesus is, much less any idea why he died on a cross. We live in an Acts 17-type society, and our preaching, to begin with, needs to help it to understand sin, and our accountability to the God who made us. The old idea that people already know they’re sinners - and what sin is - is wrong. We must speak to the conscience of the person. Perhaps, it’s worth asking: how did it come to be like this?




During the 14th to 16th centuries, in Europe, there was a movement known as the Renaissance. As the name suggests it was a revival of interest in literature generally, and this included the study of the Bible in its original languages and as translated into European languages such as German and English. It was a time when all kinds of learning flourished, and it was the time when the foundations of modern science were laid too. And there was a definite connection between scientific progress and the renewed interest in the Bible at that time. The return to the literal approach to biblical truth at this time fuelled advances in science. God-fearing scientists looked for law in nature because of their belief in a Law-giver: he being the Bible’s author. When they found that law in nature, modern science was born.




But the ‘Renaissance’ was followed by the so-called ‘Enlightenment’ of the 17th to 19th centuries. In 1785, Scottish geologist James Hutton ruled out of court biblical explanations for the history of our planet. He decided, as a given, that the present must be key to the past. That was how the eighteenth century ended, and things were to get no better in the nineteenth. In the first half of the 19th century, an attitude to the Bible, known as ‘higher criticism,’ swept through German universities, spreading doubts about the Bible. This was an approach, a way of thinking, that questioned the Bible’s authority. It opened the door for what was to follow in the second half of the 19th century. Godless evolutionary speculation built on this scepticism. In 1859, Darwin’s Origin of Species, rewrote biblical history as not being ‘his story’ – that’s God’s story - but simply our own accidental and improbable arrival. In 1900 the German philosopher, Nietzsche, died but only after first having declared God to have predeceased him – God was dead, he said, as a philosophical idea. It was no coincidence that the 20th century that followed became the bloodiest in modern times, because accountability to any supernatural authority was set aside, with the framework for morality all but dismantled.




This decline of the West parallels the decline of society at the end of the glory days of the Roman Empire. We get a sense of what society was like then from Paul’s letter to Rome:


“For the wrath of God is revealed from heaven against all ungodliness and unrighteousness of men who suppress the truth in unrighteousness, because that which is known about God is evident within them; for God made it evident to them. For since the creation of the world His invisible attributes, His eternal power and divine nature, have been clearly seen, being understood through what has been made, so that they are without excuse.  For even though they knew God, they did not honor Him as God or give thanks, but they became futile in their speculations, and their foolish heart was darkened.  Professing to be wise, they became fools, and exchanged the glory of the incorruptible God for an image in the form of corruptible man and of birds and four-footed animals and crawling creatures. Therefore God gave them over in the lusts of their hearts to impurity, so that their bodies would be dishonored among them. 




For they exchanged the truth of God for a lie, and worshiped and served the creature rather than the Creator, who is blessed forever. Amen. For this reason God gave them over to degrading passions; for their women exchanged the natural function for that which is unnatural,  and in the same way also the men abandoned the natural function of the woman and burned in their desire toward one another, men with men committing indecent acts and receiving in their own persons the due penalty of their error.  And just as they did not see fit to acknowledge God any longer, God gave them over to a depraved mind, to do those things which are not proper, being filled with all unrighteousness, wickedness, greed, evil; full of envy, murder, strife, deceit, malice; they are gossips, slanderers, haters of God, insolent, arrogant, boastful, inventors of evil, disobedient to parents, without understanding, untrustworthy, unloving, unmerciful; and although they know the ordinance of God, that those who practice such things are worthy of death, they not only do the same, but also give hearty approval to those who practice them” (Romans 1:18-32). 




Quite an indictment of society, isn’t it? These could be today’s newspaper headlines. Richard Holloway, professor of divinity, wrote an article published in the Scotsman newspaper on Wednesday 13 November, 2019, in which he presumed to address the author of Genesis, and said: ‘you went on to craft a great poem describing how God made everything in six days and rested on the seventh. That’s where the trouble started … some people started to read you, not as a glorious fiction that prompted their wonder, but as an accurate news report of a tumultuous week about six thousand years ago.’




When religious leaders stopped viewing Genesis as historical, and when the Judeo-Christian foundations of western society were eroded by anti-biblical thinking, our society – like the society the Apostle Paul describes in Romans chapter 1 - entered into its moral decline because people abandoned the ethical implications of being made in God’s image. It’s the book of Genesis that defines who we are as human beings, made by God as male and female. This fundamental truth is being reinterpreted today to serve the latest fashion and thinking. Redefining basic biological reality is foolhardy. Marriage is clearly defined in Genesis as a life-long union being between one man and one woman. However, some people – like the author we quoted – take to themselves the liberty to re-define this sacred institution. We need make no mistake, our society is well down the same road as the first century society which the Apostle Paul wrote about in his Bible letter to Rome. The decline of the West parallels the decline of society in the fading glory of the Roman Empire. This is what inevitably happens when we stop reading Genesis correctly: when we stop reading it according to the rules of literature.




When an American evangelist was recently banned from a venue in Glasgow, a Church of Scotland minister said Scottish Christians were not comfortable with the fact that the evangelist in question was opposed to same-sex marriage. Religious leaders have no business apologizing for having stated that the proper place for sexual activity is within a marriage between a man and a woman. To say that is to say what the Bible says. Let’s conclude this with a little known fact: more that 60% of all Nobel prize winners between 1900 and 2000 were those who professed belief in God. One of them put it like this: “what science has now discovered is what we might expect based on the Book of Genesis.”
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  THE CHANNEL OF THE GOSPEL - A CALL TO PERSONAL HOLINESS

  
  




In parts of the world, speaking God’s Word in public spaces still draws crowds. Showing an introductory film and some singing does help to thicken the crowd, but these listeners remain throughout the whole time when the message is preached. Often there’s a response, sometimes sizable, and the number added to the local church demonstrates the reality of that response, at least in part. For the preacher concerned, there are few experiences to compare with an evening in a remote village under the stars when there comes a moment during the delivery of the message when the audience is no longer restless: a stillness falls over them, and there could well be a tear in the eyes of those close enough to be visible. Occasionally, heads begin to bow. The speaker senses God at work, the Spirit touching hearts, sensitizing them to sin, and with mounting anticipation, he prepares to call for a verdict …


It’s normally a different experience in the western world, isn’t it? Are we nowadays, I wonder, more often concerned with numbers populating our pre-evangelistic activities than with expectantly testifying to the glory of the Gospel of Christ? Rather than devoting a lot of time to innovations, the preacher will make private communion with God a top priority. The Word of God, and time spent in God’s presence, is the means the Holy Spirit uses to transform us into the image of Christ. ‘If the Word does not dwell in us with power’ wrote Puritan John Owen, ‘it will not pass from us with power’ (The Works of John Owen, vol. 16, p. 76.). If our evangelism is to be effective, meditation with God over his Word must be more important to us than discovering the latest way to attract crowds. Because, if we think about it, it must be hard for the average unchurched person to figure out why a group of people supposedly filled with God’s Spirit, and able to speak with the Creator of the universe, would need to resort to using gimmicks.


In the nineteenth chapter of Matthew’s gospel, Jesus tells a rich young ruler the realities of true discipleship. As the rich man realized that personal sacrifice is required to live in God’s kingdom, he walked away. Jesus didn’t run after the man in an effort to make the Gospel more appealing. No, Jesus let him go, because the only terms on which anyone can really follow Christ are God’s own terms.


Francis Chan tells a modern parable when he says: Suppose I was concerned about people’s health so I … rented a building and painted a cool sign with a bunch of happy vegetables on it. I began making drinks by blending kale, carrots, beets, and spinach. My customers loved my drinks and came daily. There was just one problem: there aren’t enough health fanatics to keep my business afloat. My solution: whipped cream. Once I topped my drinks with it, more
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